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Abstract 
This paper intervenes in debates about the construction of ‘publics’ by the media. 
It traces the way in which one governmental genre of television programming – 
the public service announcement – attempts the difficult task of constructing a 
unified sense of ‘the public’ in Western Australia by means of appeals to a 
supposedly ‘universal’ discourse; that of the protection of children. The paper 
examines the ways in which these advertisements employ such strategies and 
discusses the limitations and implications of such appeals by looking at the 
citizens who are excluded from such a ‘public’. 
 
Introduction 
Much recent work in media studies has addressed the question of the relationship 
between media and ‘the public’: not just through traditional concerns with public 
service broadcasting but by looking more generally at the ways in which all media 
function as part of a ‘public sphere’ (see, for example, Paletz and Entman 1981, 
Wilson, 1989, Dahlgren and Sparks 1991, John Hartley 1992, 1996, 1999, 
Livingstone and Hunt 1994, Corner 1995, Dahlgren 1995, Shattuc 1997, Langer 
1998). Moving beyond simplistic assertions of the value of ‘public service 
broadcasting’ per se, such work has attempted to provide more nuanced accounts 
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of what a ‘public’ might be, and what part the media might play in its formation. 
This work relies on the insight that ‘the public’ does not pre-exist the media – it is 
rather constructed as an audience by the media which addresses it (Hartley 1992). 
 
Given this insight, it becomes of particular importance to trace the ways in which 
the media attempts to create images of ‘the public’. Bill Bonney and Helen 
Wilson argued as far back as 1983 that: “there is no such thing as the public 
interest….[and] to suggest that there is such a thing…is to suppose that there is a 
single public with a unified set of interests” (1983: 77). Instead, they argue, we 
must accept that there are many ‘publics’ which are formed in a mediated culture.  
 
Toby Miller (1993: xii) argues that as political systems come under question due 
to emerging social movements and globalisation, “the state needs to produce a 
sense of oneness amongst increasingly heterogeneous populations”. With the 
increasing heterogeneity in the public sphere comes the increasing difficulty in 
trying to construct such a sense – while, as Bonney and Wilson recognise, an 
increasing number of ‘publics’ are continually being recognised. How has such a 
project – of attempting to call into being a unified ‘public’ in an increasingly 
diverse public sphere – been carried out? Examining a genre of television which is 
produced by governments for precisely this reason – the ‘public service 
advertisement’ – provides some interesting viewpoints on what it currently means 
to be a citizen of Australia’s public sphere – and who remains excluded from it. 
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Adverts and public spheres 
Recent research has accepted that genres of television such as tabloid news 
(Dahlgren 1995) and talk shows (Shattuc 1997, Langer 1998) are part of the 
public sphere as much as traditional serious news and documentaries – much as 
this might offend those committed to a more Habermasian notion of what a public 
sphere should be. However, little work has yet been done on the nature of 
advertising as part of the public sphere – even though, as Irene Meijer (1998: 235) 
notes, advertising has a “potential as a form of public communication and a 
setting for the actualization of notions of contemporary citizenship”. Most critical 
writing on advertisements has been condemnatory, emerging from a Marxist 
desire to attack consumerism (Myers 1986, Willis 1991, Dyer 1992), or to 
challenge its perceived role in displacing social contradictions (Leiss et al. 1990, 
Wernick 1991, Schudson 1993). The work that has discussed specifically public 
service advertisements in terms of the public sphere has tended to make simplistic 
and blanket condemnations of its status as  “a vacuous form of political activity” 
which encourages ‘pseudo’ political participation (Schudson 1993: 222). There 
has been little interest in tracing the ways in which advertisements address - and 
thus help to construct - a public (see Miller 1993: xvii-xviii). This is the project of 
this article. 
 
I have not analysed every advertisement that appears on Australian television, nor 
do I examine the generic features of public service advertisements as their place in 
the media of recent times provide a cultural understanding that suffices for the 
purposes of this paper. Rather, I present here an analysis of the way in which one 
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particular kind of advertisement – the public service advertisements broadcast in 
Western Australia between 1984 and 1999 – set about explicitly constructing a 
vision of who ‘the public’ was, what characteristics this body of people shared, 
and how they should be brought together as a unified group with common 
interests and aims. Over these past decades, the West Australian mediascape has 
been the site of many such public service advertisements. These have presented 
issues such as smoking, drink driving, speeding, first aid, alcohol consumption, 
immunisation, domestic violence, AIDS and dietary advice. These adverts are all 
addressed to ‘the public’. But how do these adverts go about addressing and 
representing this (imaginary) unified public? 
 
Children and the public 
Simply put, when the West Australian government tries to provide an image of 
unified public, it is to children that it turns. 
 
The West Australian Health Department’s Quit Campaign confirms a process at 
work within the public service advertisement genre more generally, with nine 
advertisements over a ten year period (1984-1994) utilising a recurring theme. 
The campaign’s launch in 1984 centred on an advertisement entitled ‘Take a 
Fresh Breath of Life’ and depicts a young father giving up smoking and spending 
more time with his wife and two children partaking in outdoor activities. In 1987, 
the advertisement ‘Cathy’ centred on a young girl’s anguish over her father’s 
habit and finishes with a voice-over that urges “if you can’t do it for yourself, then 
do it for your kids”. Two years later the advertisement ‘Cats in the Cradle’  
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brought home the family message while in 1991 ‘Tar Baby’ depicted a baby’s 
bottle being filled with a black liquid providing the analogy for the harm you (the 
smoker) can cause to “those close to you”. In 1994, two advertisements, ‘Delivery 
Room’ and ‘Only Women Bleed’ targeted women with the former suggesting that 
giving up smoking is akin to child birth, and the latter using text to state that 
“smoking reduces fertility”. The following year saw the release of  ‘Doctor’s 
Surgery’ which depicts a young boy whose respiratory system has been affected 
by his father’s smoking habit.  
 
It must be acknowledged that these are not the only strategies used within the 
campaign, which has also included an animated series, monologues from people 
suffering from smoking-related illnesses and texts that identify the ‘other’ effects 
of smoking, such as bad breath and premature ageing.  However, the sheer 
number of advertisements involving the dual representations of family and 
children suggests that these tropes are particularly important for any attempt to 
address ‘increasingly heterogeneous populations’ as though they shared universal 
concerns. 
 
Furthermore it is pertinent to note that the explicit address of 1987’s ‘Cathy” 
which urges the viewer to “do it for your kids” is absent in the final 
advertisement, ‘Doctor’s Surgery’ where the ‘your’ is replaced by the rhetoric 
“smoking around children is sickening”. It is no longer the children genetically 
related to us who are ‘ours’. Rather ‘we’ are part of an imaginary public that is 
united by its feelings for all children. 
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The imagination of the public as a body of people unified by their care for 
children continues in other recent examples of public service advertisements. The 
St John’s Ambulance Fund’s First Aid Awareness campaign released three 
advertisements in 1998/99.The first advertisement depicts two parents’ grief over 
the death of their toddler daughter following an accident in the tool shed. The 
second in the series depicts parental grief like the first advertisement, but this time 
it relates to the death of their teenage son in road accident. The last in the series, 
released during the summer months, discusses via a voice-over, rather than 
depicting, the possibility of children drowning in unattended private pools. 
Through the narratives of these advertisements the preferred message encourages 
first-aid training as a way of ensuring children’s future well-being. Like the 
Health Department’s Quit campaign, the St John Ambulance Fund’s series creates 
the discursive space of the public, but in this instance this campaign relies 
exclusively on representations of family and children to legitimate its 
exclusionary practices. 
 
The Quit and the St John’s Ambulance campaigns demonstrate how the difficulty 
of addressing a unified public in the public service advertisement is overcome: 
through representations of children. Within this genre, selective representations 
construct the public as those who are united by their love of, and for children. 
This construction is represented as being universal, natural and inclusive.  
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The protecting public 
It is important to insist that the use of children for this purpose cannot be justified 
by appeals to nature – we cannot claim that, in fact, everyone does want to protect 
children, because it is somehow a biological imperative. It is now commonplace 
to acknowledge in cultural criticism that, as Postman puts it: ‘childhood is a social 
artefact, not a biological category” (Postman 1982: xi, see also Jenkins 1998: 15). 
The currently powerful idea that children are helpless innocents in need of 
protection seems to emerge in the early 19th century, coinciding with 
industrialisation in Western countries – perhaps the first ‘threat’ from which 
children had to be protected (Kline 1998: 96). Before this, Kline suggests, 
children and adults worked jointly in the rituals of agrarian production and that  
“children’s lives were essentially no different from those of adults” (97). In this 
period, it seems defining categories were limited to infancy and adulthood. With 
the advent of industrialisation, legislation ensured that children were to be 
protected from the rigours of hard labour that was associated with the beginnings 
of capitalism and as such the notion of children needing protection began to 
perpetuate. It is in this environment that the moral obligation of responsibility 
begins to form. 
 
Social reforms resulting from this period relied on children being removed from 
the workplace and thus losing their equal status with the adult population. This 
informs the possibility of agency slowly being denied in the industrial age, and 
instead children become subjects who are spoken for. Spigel and Jenkins (quoted 
in Jenkins: 14) argue that industrialisation as threat worked to justify the social 
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reformers positions as cultural custodians. This justification relies on a binary 
where one group (children) must be subordinated and stripped of their agency so 
as to ensure that custodial power and the right to subjugate lies solely with another 
(the adult population). 
 
The idea of caring for, and protecting children which emerged in the 
industrialisation period lends itself to the formation of discourses of innocence 
and purity that is associated with childhood today. John Hartley (1999) provides a 
suggestion for why this may be, noting that: 
the logic of democratic equivalence…[has taken] popular sovereignty 
from its earliest site - adult, urban males - eventually to classes of people 
hardly regarded as human at the time…starting with women, and moving 
through  ethnic and colonial populations until it came to children, where it 
is still stuck fast…(53)  
Prior to the demands of democratic equivalence which lead to suffrage for women 
and for colonised groups, these classes of people were also demarcated as those 
who would need ‘protection’. Without access to the spheres of sovereignty and 
rationality, their agency was denied, suggesting not so much a purity, as a 
vulnerability that must be protected. As Mark Finnane (1989: 234), for example, 
notes, “ from the middle of the ninetieth century the censorship of 
literature…[was] as much concerned with the possible effects of obscene or 
depraved texts on [female and working class] adults as on child audiences”. The 
trial over Lady Chatterly’s Lover is a case in point, where discussion regarding 
banning the text was coined in terms of the possible effects the text may have on 
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wives and servants (see Tribe, 1973: 38). With the awarding of agency and 
democratic equivalence to these bodies, the need for protection was no longer as 
easily projected, suggesting it is the lack of agency that allows this notion of 
protection to be produced in the first place. As Hartley (1998: 16) argues, children 
are “perhaps the West’s last ‘internal’ colony, in discursive terms” - that is, the 
last Other, who are constructed as innocent, pure and vulnerable, so as to 
construct the need to protect.  
 
Because of this, the ideal of childhood remains a discursive dumping ground 
where norms can be fixed and criteria elaborated for defining the public. Hartley 
(1998: 15) argues that children have become “the semiotic carrier of visualizations 
of [a] universalized ‘Wedom’” through a discursive construction that suggests that 
‘We’ - all those who are not children - are united by our desire to protect the 
innocent child. More than producing a sense of oneness, the discourse of 
childhood works much the same way as Edward Said’s (1978) notion of 
Orientalism. Whereas in Said’s dissertation it is argued that European culture 
gained a positive sense of identity through this discourse by defining itself against 
the Orient, in this instance “childhood is the difference against which adults 
define themselves” (Spigel 1998: 110). Whereas the discourse of Orientalism 
relies on the binary of Europe/Other, the discourse of childhood relies on the 
binary of adult/child which sees “expertise…[as] the domain of the adult” 
(Plunkett 1994: 52) and childhood “defined by powerlessness and dependence 
upon the adult community’s directives and guidance” (Kline 1998: 95). Through 
this binary, it can be argued that an adult community is inferred which 
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demonstrates how the discourse of childhood can be employed to create a sense of 
the public. Simply stated, without agency children continue to be a site of 
powerlessness, constructing those with agency as a universalised site united by its 
concerns in responsibility and protection. This construction is central to the public 
service advertisement and its use is one of the ways the discursive space of the 
public may be organised. Through the discourse of childhood, individual 
differences within the public can be masked through the connotations of 
responsibility and the protection of the powerless; a connotation that supposedly 
represents the adult population.  
 
These discourses of the innocence of children are powerful ones in Australian 
culture. It is thus unsurprising that they are called upon to contribute to the 
formation of a unified public, intolerant of difference: for there is little possibility 
in public debate of taking a different stance towards children. To do so is 
automatically to become some variety of pervert (the uncaring mother, the 
paedophile). These advertisements contribute to a “process of normalisation and, 
in the process, occlude forms of knowledge different from them, by dividing the 
normal person from the pathological specimen, the good citizen from the 
delinquent and so on” (Foucault, cited in McHoul and Grace 1993: 17). Placing 
children at the centre of debates regarding crime, censorship or health and safety 
as depicted by the public service advertisements, mobilises a strategy that can be 
seen to construct the public under the notion of citizenship understood through 
responsibility.  
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To consider how the discourse of childhood works in the public service 
advertisement, examples from the ‘Men’s Domestic Violence’ campaign shows 
how “the discourse says more about the protection of childhood than the 
protection of children” (Oswell 1998: 281). A series of three advertisements 
released by the Domestic Violence Prevention Unit of the Women’s Policy 
Development Office, all place representations of children at the centre of the text 
rather than the act of domestic violence itself. With a soundtrack of raised, 
hysterical adult voices in all advertisements, the first in the series depicts a little 
boy tossing and turning in his bed with the text ‘this little boy is not having a 
nightmare, he is living one’. The second advertisement in the series depicts the 
same little boy and (presumably) his sister cowering in the television room with 
the text ‘these children are not watching a horror movie, they are watching 
something scarier’. The final advertisement in the campaign series shows the little 
girl in the back seat of a car with her parents arguing in the front seat; the text 
reads ‘this 5 year old hates travelling by car, because the trip often ends with 
someone getting hurt’. All three advertisements utilise rapid jump cut editing, a 
mise-en-scene that employs dark colours with a soundtrack that is similar to a 
slowed heartbeat, inducing a feeling that is analogous to the 90s horror genre. The 
victim in these texts is not the wife/mother who is suffering the violence of her 
male partner, but the innocence of childhood. The way childhood is constructed 
generally in our culture is as a time of pleasant dreams, fun films and 
picnics/daytrips to the country - the exact inverse of what is depicted here. The 
discourse of childhood in this series of advertisements is utilised to evoke 
something in the perpetrator of the violent acts that the injured and abused figure 
of the wife would not - the loss of childhood and its sacred connotations. This 
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notion is confirmed by Donna Paterson, the co-ordinator of the campaign, who 
states: 
…being confronted with the real damage that violence between partners has 
on children was the best motivator for violent (or near-violent) men to 
accept responsibility for their behaviour and seek help to change. (Paterson, 
1998) 
In addressing the public, these advertisements suggest the preservation of 
childhood innocence is the primary responsibility in a household facing domestic 
violence - a frightening suggestion in itself for those who are subjected to the act 
of domestic violence, or those who are without children.  
 
A family public 
More than simply focussing on children, these advertisements present the 
traditional nuclear family as a necessary part of belonging to their imagined 
unified Australian public.  Public service advertisements employ the discourse of 
childhood to promote the myth of the traditional nuclear family, which then serves 
as a way of creating the idealised structure of the public. Poster (1978: xviii) 
argues that “the family plays an important ideological role in the stability of the 
social system” and without the presence of children this ideological function 
could not be evoked.  
 
The idea of the “dangerous family” (Plunkett 1994: 48), one where abuse or 
violent acts towards children take place, is not permitted within the discursive 
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strategy of the public service advertisement. The discourse of childhood masks 
this problematic aspect of the family and encourages the myth of family as one 
that is embedded with “family values” - which, as Jenkins (1998: 8) suggests, 
“presupposes that the primary threat to our children comes from outside….[and] 
lets the family itself off the hook”. The Quit advertisements along with public 
service campaigns for drink driving, speeding, and first-aid awareness, for 
example, demonstrate how the public service advertisement deals explicitly with 
issues that threaten the family from the outside. The Men’s Domestic Violence 
Campaign provides a more implicit example of the outside threat. Completely 
absent in the representation of this social ill is the notion that violence within the 
home may be caused by the structures of family, including the children 
themselves. By evoking the discourse of childhood this notion is masked, and the 
representation of fearful children within these texts suggest that their father’s 
violence is something he has brought into the family home, rather than something 
that has been caused by it. To represent the problem as something that is caused 
within the family home may involve showing violence against children, 
something these advertisements cannot bring themselves to depict. The worst 
thing that can happen to children within this paradigm is carelessness, and as 
such, this campaign calls for the reinstallation of the family structure and the 
mythical values associated with it, rather than a reconsideration of the possible 
constricting parameters contained within it. 
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An exclusive public 
So far, this article has traced the way in which discourses of childhood are 
employed by public service advertisements in order to insist that a unified public 
remains in Australia – the public who wants to protect the innocence of children. 
It must be noted, though, that in doing so these advertisements are just as limited 
in their construction of who is part of ‘the public’ as any other attempt. For this 
discourse is not a universally accepted one. Some people are not as concerned as 
they should be (if these adverts are to be believed) with protecting the innocence 
of children. Some heterosexual people with no children, homosexual people with 
no children, or even those who have children but do not accept dominant 
discourses of childhood innocent and helplessness, may find themselves excluded 
from the public which – these advertisements tell us – is the unified public of 
Australian culture. 
 
J M Barbalet (1988: 1) suggests that citizenship “defines those who are, and who 
are not, members of a common society” and that “the basis of citizenship is the 
capacity to participate in the exercise of political power through the electoral 
process” (2). This political theory understands citizenship as directly relating to 
the practice of democratic politics where voting, for example, stands as an 
exercise of civic right and duty. But recent citizenship theory, emerging from 
cultural studies, suggests there is more to this notion than voting rights. Meijer 
(1998: 235), for example, states “to be a citizen is to be included culturally, not 
just civically, socially and politically” suggesting the importance of being 
included in representations that enact a sense of civic duty and rights. Hartley 
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(1999: 163/164) uses the term “cultural citizenship” to allude to a notion of 
citizenship that recognises “identity, as in ‘identity politics’” so that difference 
could be claimed and recognised as a basic human right. With the recurring 
representation of the ideal unified public in the public service advertisement, the 
notion of difference is shunned and cultural citizenship within this genre remains 
a limited possibility that works only for the ideal, unified citizen. In a community 
where the political rhetoric is said to be for the good of the ‘common man’ [sic], 
the cultural citizenship depicted by these texts demonstrate who this is understood 
to be. Those whose interests are served and addressed by this political rhetoric are 
those who can find a place within the idealised social structure depicted by the 
public service genre. Those who are united by their responsibility towards 
children are rewarded by being afforded cultural citizenship, leaving those who 
are ‘different’ with a limited space within which to understand their subjectivity. 
 
Toby Miller (1993: ix) argues that “manageable cultural subjects [are] formed and 
governed through institutions and discourses” and that “these institutions and 
discourses work by inscribing ethical incompleteness onto subjects”. This process, 
he argues, works “to produce loyal citizens who learn to govern themselves” 
(p.ix) as they succumb to the signifiers that are placed within the public sphere as 
sites where their incompleteness may be remedied. Similarly, Foucault’s 
argument that the “mode of subjection … is the way which people are invited or 
incited to recognize their moral obligations”  (cited in Miller 1993: xiii) suggests 
that  “disciplinary processes” (cited in McHoul and Grace 1993: 3) such as the 
discourses around health and safety in these advertisements restrict the subject 
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from considering alternatives to the moral obligations being enforced. By 
suggesting that smoking, drink driving and domestic violence, for example, are all 
signifiers of ethical incompleteness, and to change such behaviour is a moral 
obligation, the public service advertisement suggests the appropriate steps that 
must be taken to remedy the situation. Rather than explicitly insist on affirmative 
action (ie, legislation), the discourse of childhood is employed so the public will 
be mobilised into performing what is perceived to be a civic duty. Altering 
behaviour so as to address the concerns of the public service advertisement is 
constructed as an act of citizenship. This is achieved by suggesting in these texts a 
universal responsibility is shared amongst the public. As such, those members of 
the public who are united by their responsible attitude towards children have the 
opportunity to remedy their ethical incompleteness, and by adopting the behaviour 
purported by the genre prove themselves to be loyal and responsible citizens. 
More generally, those who are failing in their duty to centre their lives on the care 
and nurturing of innocent children are not allowed to be the citizens of the public 
service advertisement. Gay men and women, single adult males and females, 
couples without children, and couples with ‘bad’ children for example, are unable 
to remedy their ethical incompleteness when subjected to a discourse that may not 
register among them the preferred sense of responsibility.  
 
The representational practices of the public service advertisement allow only 
some citizens have access to the supposedly ‘rational’ debates of the public 
sphere. What has come to be known as ‘Queer Theory’ (see, for example, Tucker 
1997, and Warner 1993) serves as a useful tool for understanding how power is 
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processed through discursive strategies such as those articulated by the public 
service genre. For the purposes of this article it is necessary to state that ‘Queer’ 
does not explicitly mean homosexual. “Queer is by definition, whatever is at odds 
with the normal, the legitimate, the dominant” (Halperin 1995: 62) - or in the 
example of this paper, those who are marginalised by the public service 
advertisement. 
 
The problem with the evocation of Queer Theory “is the unchallenged assumption 
of a uniformed heteronormativity from which all heterosexuals benefit” (Cohen 
1997: 452): for “heterosexuality is rarely…problematised” (Richardson 1996: 1). 
Within the public service genre, however, it is obvious that the category of 
sexuality is an insufficient one for critical investigations seeking to explore how 
power and citizenship are articulated in this version of the unified public. David 
Halperin’s interpretation of Foucault’s work suggests a useful approach to the 
term ‘Queer’. He argues that: 
Queer…demarcates not a positivity but a postionality vis-à-vis the 
normative - a positionality that is not restricted to lesbians and gay men  but 
is in fact available to anyone who is or who feels marginalized because of 
her or his sexual practices: it could include some married couples without 
children, or even (who knows) some married couples with children-with, 
perhaps, very naughty children. (62) 
Halperin’s suggestion can be supported by the public service advertisements being 
critiqued here, where it is not heterosexuality that demarcates the Queer, but 
rather the idealised social structure of which heterosexuality plays a central role. 
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Children, like adult responses to them, are never problematised in the public 
service advertisement and within this site representations of naughty children 
and/or parents who cannot control them have yet to be realised. The concept of 
the naughty child undermines the discourse of childhood and the universalism that 
resonates from it. 
 
Though Halperin suggests that ‘Queer’ is “available” to anyone, the public service 
advertisement suggests it is enforced on those who are not united by the discourse 
of childhood. Within this genre, depictions of children and their familial ties 
imply there is no space for the ‘Queer’ citizen to remedy the moral obligation 
suggested by the texts. While sexuality is perceived as being the domain of the 
private sphere (Blasius 1997: 341), within the public sphere “sexuality is 
understood as a realm of sanctioned relations for reproduction…of social 
structure, and of state” (347) and an expression of sexuality outside of this 
paradigm results in marginalisation. Alternative representations of cultural 
citizenship – perhaps involving couples (homosexual or heterosexual) without 
children – would involve a sexuality that would deconstruct the discursive 
strategy that underpins the genre. The public sphere, which includes the public 
service genre, produces an interesting irony by marginalising sexuality to the 
‘Queer’, whilst celebrating reproduction, which relies on sexuality, as a display of 
cultural citizenship. As such, within the public service advertisement, the ‘Queer’ 
citizen remains an impossibility. 
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Privacy and interest groups 
The impossibility of the ‘Queer’ citizen is a direct result of the process of 
inclusion and exclusion that underpin any notion of the public sphere. Those who 
display a sexuality that does not reiterate the rites of reproduction are locked into 
the private domain which is understood to be the powerless term of the binary. 
Whilst this binary is depicted by the public service advertisement, these texts also 
demonstrate Foucault’s notion of power which he suggests should be understood 
“in terms of relations built consistently into the flows and practices of everyday 
life, rather than as some thing imposed from the top down” (cited in McHoul and 
Grace 1993: 7). In other words, power results from the hierarchy of discourses 
that govern that subject at any given time, suggesting who has the right to speak 
and why. Yet those awarded the right to speak are also constructed by discourse 
which “constructs them as subjective agents” and in the process it “normalizes, 
responsibilizes, and disciplines” (Halperin 1996: 18) in the action of awarding 
power. The public service advertisement uses the discourse of childhood in order 
to highlight the subject’s/public’s obligations (discipline), rewarding such 
behaviour with civic power (normality, responsibility). The notion of power that 
results ensures the subject will “police both their own conduct and the conduct of 
others-and so earn, by demonstrating a capacity to exercise them, the various 
rights assigned [to]…citizens” (19). As such power belongs to the public, the 
discursive creation that is frequently referred to as ‘the common man’ or ‘the 
ordinary Australian’. In this binary, the marginalised, the excluded, the ‘Queer’ 
are powerless, and not only have no right to speak, but have no access to the site 
of citizenship and the power embedded within it. 
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Those excluded from being members of ‘the public’ who do not profess the 
common desire to protect the sanctity of childhood can only exist in the public 
sphere in other ways – for example, as the ‘interest group’. Popular rhetoric 
constructs ‘interest groups’ as arising from the private sphere (Livingstone and 
Hunt 1994: 23) and as such, as groups that speak from outside ‘the public’, ‘the 
public sphere’ – and ‘the public interest’. To evoke this category is explicitly to 
delineate it as something that exists outside the ‘public good’. In addition, this 
binary categorisation implies the marginalised are unable to effect the politics of 
the public sphere, such as the issues addressed and the representations within the 
public service advertisement. Foucault (quoted in Halperin 1996: 51) argues that 
power’s “success is proportional to its ability to hide its own mechanisms” and the 
construction of the public through the public service text ensures that the 
discourse of childhood remains a useful masking strategy for continued 
marginalisation and continued structures of power. 
 
 
Conclusion 
This article has pointed towards the need to consider public service 
advertisements as part of debates within media studies that seek to understand the 
public sphere and the search for the public. These depictions of idealised child and 
adult behaviours and responses works by trying to create a sense of “Wedom” in 
an attempt to construct the public as an utopian ideal in which everybody is 
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supposedly included. It is the fallacy of this assumption that has driven this 
research. 
The exclusionary nature of the public as depicted by the public service genre is 
reminiscent of Prime Minister John Howard’s claim, upon his election, that he 
would represent “all Australians”. Just like Howard’s, claims to represent the 
public in public service advertising are exclusionary fantasies in which ‘the 
public’ is in fact only those who are united in an idealised social structure that 
shares a common responsibility towards children. Given on-going budget 
considerations, tax cuts and health benefits geared towards nuclear families, it 
becomes apparent that the public of the public service advertisement is a mirror 
image of Howard’s imaginary “citizens of Australia”. With these discursive 
constructions being united with each other, the possibility of a new, more diverse 
public being realised seems an impossibility. As such, it is my hope that the work 
undertaken by this paper will be expanded in ways that may make it possible to 
move towards a notion of the publics. 
The ramifications of the discursive nature of the public and the idea of who is to 
be considered a citizen relies on the idealised social structure informed by the 
practices of the public service genre and should be seen to demarcate who has the 
‘right’ to have children. The notion of ‘good parenting’ is that which resonates 
with the portrayals of the public service advertisement and the effects this has on 
the idea of ‘alternative parenting’ is pernicious. For to be understood as a good 
parent is to be part of the public - leaving those with alternative sexualities for 
example, discursively constructed as incapable of fulfilling such a role. Recent 
legislation that forbids lesbian couples from partaking in the IVF program stands 
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as an example of how the construction of the public in the public sphere has real 
consequences for those who are marginalised in the process. This discursive 
construction provides the strategy for demarcating who should protect children, 
and infers a link for example, between paedophilia and homosexuality that 
resonates in the fear of the ‘gay teacher’. Public service advertisements’ continual 
employment of the childhood discourse to evoke the idealised social structure 
ensures a strategy remains in place that demarcates who is normal (the public) and 
who is not. 
The creation of the public through the public service advertisement produces an 
interesting irony. In attempting to evoke the ideal social structure, that which is 
used to unite in the name of responsibility and protection is that which ends up 
being abused – children. The insistent stripping of children’s agency within the 
public sphere provides the means for this discursive strategy to operate, and in the 
process strips agency from those who are not united by responsibility towards 
children. To silence is an abuse, and in the public service advertisement, the 
creation of the public is child(hood) abuse.     
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